The science of psychology begins with Wundt. In the last half of the 19th century he separated the discipline from physiology on the one hand and philosophy on the other. His views on the working of the mind, however, were a simple blend of ideas taken from both these other disciplines. He believed that there was a step-wise synthesis of sensations into images, then into conscious perceptions, and finally apperceptions, the last of these constituting the identification and integration of experience. This comprised the physiological component to his model. The philosophical element he drew on was Schopenhauer's concept of the will, which Wundt believed allowed the apperception to be translated into a reaction.
The essence ofWundt's approach was a preoccupation with the contents of consciousness -images, feelings, sensations, -and how they were related structurally. A group of psychologists, known as the Wiirzburg school, then applied Wundt's methods to a higher realm of the mind -thinking -and by means of introspection, would analyse their thoughts and the way they made decisions.
Then at the turn of the century there was a reaction to this detailed analysis of the contents of consciousness. It took three forms, each of which is still a major force today. They all originated in a distrust of this analysis of consciousness, although they took widely separate directions.
The first of these was psychoanalysis, where the fickleness of our conscious experience was attributed to the distortions produced by an unconscious mind. Shepherd', in his book Sherlock Holmes and the case of Dr Freud, pointed out that Freud relied heavily on observation of a person's behaviour in uncovering the so-calledunconscious. However, unlike the second form of reaction to Wundt's psychologybehaviourism -psychoanalysis relied on the trivial, the inessential in behaviour.
The third form which the reaction to Wundt took was Gestalt psychology. It is to my mind by far the most sensible of the three and yet its influence in British psychology and psychiatry has been virtually negligible compared with that of the other two. This is a curious fact, which is difficult to explain. It has been said that it was rejected by Anglophones because it was regarded as smacking too much of foggy German philosophy. This is not quite true because it Was exported to America by German emigres in the 1930s along with psychoanalysis, and initially taken up with just as much zeal.
What is Gestalt theory? It is essentially a theory of perception developed by three German psychologistsWertheimer, Koflka and Kohler -just before and after the First World War. Wertheimer was the major figure of the three. He was interested in the relationship between the sensory elements of an experience and the whole experience. Wundt had seen no qualitative difference between a part and a whole, the latter was merely an integration of many parts. Von Ehrenfels, one of the Wiirzburg school, had already paved the way for Wertheimer with the following observation. He noted that a tune must consist of something other than a sequence of notes, since one can recognize the same tune played in a different key. Furthermore the same note, say middle C, can occur in different tunes in different keys and thus contribute to an entirely different experience each time. As von Ehrenfels noted, if one can have different elements producing the same experience and different experiences containingthe same element, this raises considerable problems for Wundt's theories. He coined the term Gestaltqualitat (form quality) to describe the extra dimension which something possesses which cannot be reduced to its component parts. Von Ehrenfels did not realize that he had entirely overturned Wundt's ideas by such an observation. Although the formula -the whole is greater than the sum of its parts -became the cornerstone of Gestalt theory it was Wertheimer who saw the true implications of this.
Wertheimer2 realized that the Gestaltqualitiit was not something added on to the elements, but that it actually determined the way the elements themselves were perceived. There was something primary about form which forced the elements in a Procrustean fashion to be viewed in one way and no other. This was particularly apparent when there was some minor deviation from some well known form. This, according to Wertheimer, would be ignored in favour of the overwhelming direction which the form set up. The more orderly the form the more casual inconsistencies could be accommodated. This principle Wertheimer referred to as Pragnanz, or goodness of fit. He believed that it was a fundamental quality of the mind to search for order in the world. Unlike Wundt, who believed that we synthesized form from parts, Wertheimer believed that the elements were themselves pre-set to fall into meaningful configurations.
Wertheimer's pupils, Kohler and Koflka, applied the same principles to thinking and other mental functions. In the case of problem-solving the Gestalt principle was known as recentering -discovering new ways of organizing the task until a solution was reached. In an elegant series of experiments on apes, Kohler3 showed that they toodid not simply learn by trial and error. The apes were given a number of boxes and sticks and the task was to reach a banana suspended at the top of the cage. The apes, according to Kohler , made what appeared to be thoughtful use of the materials at their disposal and succeeded by what appeared to be a sudden flash of insight. They restructured their environment by making a few radical changes rather than a sequence of single steps.
The first application of Gestalt theory to psychiatry was the form interpretation test devised by Rorschach'', Although largely derided in Britain by psychiatrists and psychologists alike, it became immensely popular in the United States as a diagnostic instrument. The influence of Gestalt theory is evident in the scoring technique, where subjects who fail to see complete forms are regarded as highly likely to be schizophrenic.
In Germany between the wars its main application was not to psychiatric disorders but to neurological, or what are now termed neuropsychological disordersagnosia, aphasia and amnesia -particularly agnosia. Goldstein and Conrad were the main advocates of a Gestalt approach to these conditions, but it appealed to many neurologists who saw it as an ideal way of combating the localizationists who had flourished in the 1890s. Agnosia was an ideal case for them to apply the theory. Here, a subject would be unable to recognize a simple object, yet show no disturbance of basic visual functions. The subject could describe the object's shape, colour and texture, but could not recognize it for what it was. It was a case of psychic blindness or perception without meaning. What better proof of the falsity of Wundt's account of perception. The issue was hotly debated, some sceptics trying to prove that a pure case of visual agnosia reported by Gelb and Goldstein" was hysterical.
Conrad rather overextended the application to all forms of aphasia -which he considered to be caused by the loss of a verbal Gestalt" -and even to the amnesia of Korsakoff's syndrome, which he claimed was due to an inability to put detailed memories in a proper time perspective".
Goldstein" also over-generalized the notion to explain the effect of all forms of brain damage. He called this the loss of abstract attitude and at least one of his eight manifestations of this derive from Gestalt theory.
Meanwhile in the United States, Gestalt theory had been applied to the study of personality by Frederick PerIs, a German emigre who derived from it a form of psychotherapy, Gestalt therapy". The principles of Gestalt theory were rather attenuated in this, and it owed more to psychoanalysis, but there was at least an emphasis on trusting one's immediate experience and discouraging introspection.
Apart from the use of the Rorschach for diagnosing schizophrenia, the application of Gestalt theory to a theoretical understanding of schizophrenia occurred later. Goldstein had transferred his notion of a loss of the abstract attitude from brain damage to schizophrenia but made few modifications in the process.
Then in the 1950s Conrad and Matussek in Germany both gave detailed accounts of how Gestalt theory could explain some of the phenomena of schizophrenia. Both appreciated that the early stage of schizophrenia was crucial to the understanding of the entire condition and it was this stage which could best be explained in terms of a breakdown in Gestalt perception. Before this period no-one had given any consideration to a primary disorder of perception in schizophrenia. Neither Kraepelin nor Bleuler considered perception to be at fault, and the classical account of delusional perception formulated by Gruhle-", was of a disorder of thinking applied to normal perception. He gave the following example: ' In delusional perception, . , the patient is not disturbed in the so-called elementary components of his perceptual experience -colour, etc. , , . nor their shape and form -the object has this particular shape, nor in its functi?nal meaning -this is a All the perceptual stages are normal, according to this account, and the only abnormal step is the final attribution of significance, which Gruhle regarded as a symbolic disorder of unknown nature.
Conrad, however, in his book Die Beginnende Schizophrenie'), saw the whole illness as arising out of a perceptual disorder. In the first phase, which he called the trema, because of the accompanying mood of terror, the ability to form a Gestalt disintegrated. The result, according to Conrad, was that 'the clouds of elements, which every object holds confined within itself, are set free'. It is as if the schizophrenic is thrown back on the discredited Wundtian view of the world, capable of identifying elements and even combining them up to the stage of perception or even apperception, but having lost the essential Gestalt to give them proper meaning. It is usual in British psychiatry to call this stage a delusional mood, but, according to Conrad, the mood, the trema, is secondary to the collapse of the customary world. The uncanny atmosphere, what has been called an end of the world or Black Friday atmosphere, was the schizophrenic's interpretation of his new world in terms of the old. This merges with the next phase in Conrad's scheme -the apophanous phase -where a subject attaches new meaning to the change, and these new beliefs are what we as observers call delusions. Delusions, for Conrad, are not therefore abnormal in themselves, which is the traditional view of schizophrenia from Jaspers onwards. They are the normal response of anyone whose perceptual world has been degraded in this dramatic way.
Conrad's view has been entirely ignored by most psychiatrists. Even the fact that the majority of schizophrenics have perceptual changes at the onset of their condition is generally disputed. In a study of 60 remitted schizophrenics'S, no less than 32 clearly remembered a complex perceptual change at the onset of their first episode. The following account, from an intelligent man aged 20 years, in the first week of his first episode, fits well the notion of a breakdown in his Gestalt of the world:
'There was a general lack of orientation. I couldn't recognize any of my surroundings -people, places. I could recognize things. I could recognize qualities of place, of surfaces. It was the organization of things that was different. Things didn't actually look different. There was a change in the development of things, in the way things take place. There was a one-sidedness of things, not having any meaningful relationship.
•
The most comprehensive and plausible application of Gestalt theory to schizophrenia is found in Matussek's account of delusional perception's. He described four stages in the formation of a delusional perception. The' first is what he calls a loosening of the natural perceptual context. By this he means that there is a loss of awareness of the usual arrangement of things in the world. He gives an example of a normal person seeing something out of context, for instance a writing desk on a railway line, and showing considerable surprise. A schizophrenic, according to him, would not be unduly concerned, because his natural order of things is already out of phase. He quotes a patient who told him: 'I was surrounded by a multitude of meaningless details. Once, in such a moment, I found myself walking to the University.When I was on the street everythingseemed dull and uninteresting as at home. I did not seethings as a whole, I only saw fragments: a fewpeople,a dairy, a dreary house. To be quite correct, I cannot say that I did see all that, because these objectsseemed altered from the usual. They did not stand together in an overall context,and I saw them as meaningless details. The way to the University also seemedto be like that. My impressions did not flowas they normally do. If I had not continuously reminded myself of where I was going I would just as gladly have stood still somewhere.'
The next phase was a rigidity of perception. This he said is a consequence of the dissolution of the external environment into single components. The patient then loses himself in the contemplation of details. The following is an example of this:
'A schizophrenic patient reported after his psychosis had subsidedthat his attention had been attracted by the gently swinging cord of a light switch on the wall. He had failed to notice that the cord had been touched by someone else just before. "What on earth is that?" he thought. He stared at the cord on the wall. Even when turning his head in order to look at the cordfrom all sides his eyes remained fixedon the cord. And suddenly he had the impression that it was not the cord which was moving to and fro, but the wall. He then concluded that the end of the world had come.'
Thirdly there occurs what Matussek called framing of perceptual elements. By this he meant that as a consequence of the loosening of the perceptual context and the resulting concentration on detail, certain elements in the environment acquire a new weighting. They are lifted out of the remainder of the context, and stand out. This leads to the fourth stage, in which the elements which stand out are then elaborated into a new context. This is difficult to understand, but what Matussek seemed to mean is that if a schizophrenic is walking in a garden and three things stand out above all else, for example a robin, a cherry tree and a rose, then these three by the very virtue of their standing out will be connected, and some common quality, eg red, will be extracted and he may conclude in delusional fashion that nature, red in tooth and claw, is evil. His example is of a man walking through the Bavarian countryside and seeing a puppy, a foal and an old woman. The man then links them by age, two young and one old thing. This causes him to reminisce about his own youth. He then sees a church with a bell. This in turn causes him to think of a poem about bells that he recited as a child in his home province of Silesia, and he finally wonders whether he is in Bavaria or Silesia. Matussek concludes that the surrounding countryside, actually Bavaria, became for him his Silesian homeland because both landscapes, Journal of the Hoyal Society of Medicine Volume 82 July 1989 4::31 one in his immediate perception and one in his memory, had shared features.
The plausibility of either my example or Matussek's may appear suspect, but they do show how once the particular perceptual disorder has occurred it is possible to trace the formation ofthe most apparently bizarre delusions.
To conclude, Gestalt theory offers an understanding of some of the otherwise totally inexplicable phenomena of schizophrenia. It is certainly heuristically superior in this respect to Wundtian psychology, behaviourism or psychoanalysis. Furthermore, there has been in the last 20 years a resurgence of interest in Gestalt ideas because of the current interest within experimental psychology about the nature of hemisphere differences. A Gestalt-based perceptual approach has been linked with right hemisphere functioning and an analytic approach with left hemisphere functioning-", If schizophrenia is indeed due to a relative failure of one hemisphere's functioning or a lack of integration between the two, as has been suggested", then Gestalt psychology as applied by Conrad and Matussek will be seen as one of the most psychologically insightful approaches to the condition this century.
